A new field of academic research in media management has developed from an embryonic stage over the past two decades, and is now rapidly developing. There has been a lot to discover, both topic-wise and in terms of global market research. Moreover, new trends in the industry are often outdated far faster than they are being analysed, so there is an endlessly disruptive turnover in ideas and practice.
indeed. A fully revised second edition of Strategic Management in the Media will be published in November 2016, and while researching the new edition the scale and scope of the changes taking place in the sector became glaringly apparent. The endpoint is still open, although the trajectory of change and contours of the new sector are increasingly visible, notably the convergence between the technology and media sectors, with media increasingly a 'specialist division' inside the tech industry.
DT: Professor Robert Picard suggested in 2010 (Moro: 2010) that journalism is safe, but news organisations aren't.
1 What is your assessment for now?
LK: I would love to agree -but can't entirely. Yes, news organisations are clearly under threattheir revenues are shrinking, their costs are increasing (partly as a result of financing the digital transition), and their consumers are shifting towards digital platforms and away from home pages and print editions. News organisations face the double whammy of needing to continue to finance their old legacy operations while at the same time build out entirely new digital businesses to compete with the clean sheet digital news providers. And in this task they are not only under-financed but in a broader sense under-resourced in terms of their digital capabilities. But I'm not so sanguine about the safety of journalism. Clearly journalism will endure, but I am not sure whether the robust diversity we have grown up with will prevail. I don't doubt the commitment and conviction of the journalism community to produce journalistic content that informs citizens, and serves society in a broader sense. But their ability to do this is becoming increasingly constrained. Established news organisations are growing poor relatively rapidly (with staff cuts are an inevitable corollary). The new digital players are active in news, but their motivation for engaging in the field is different to that of classic news organisations: in many cases news is valuable for new digital players not because of its intrinsic worth, but because it boosts engagement and can be skewed to attract specific categories of ' eyeballs'. Further, as algorithms select the content we are served, news scope and serendipity recede. While the new digital news providers are investing seriously in news and investigative journalism, they are concentrating on a relatively restricted palette of subjects that are particularly interesting to gen y-ers and millennials -climate change, LBGT, activism, terrorism -for example. I would love to see Vice or BuzzFeed take on issues related to local government, but can't see it happening.
DT: One of your most recent studies concerns news organisations struggling with technology transitions. What are the top disruptive forces impacting on the media industry? LK: From my perspective there are four key disruptive forces:
1. The what feels like unceasing evolution of digital technologies in the widest sense. This development has many dimensions, ranging from the emergence of new hyperscale digital platforms such as Facebook and Google and new digital consumer devices, to advances in data analytics, AI, digital story telling formats and tools and so on. 2. Derived from (1) above, new patterns of media consumption. 3. The sheer scale of the new tech giants. This is probably the biggest strategic challenge, since these disrupters pose a number of threats all of which impinge on media organisations' strategic sovereignty. These include loss of control over distribution, over the context in which content is consumed, of a direct relationship with consumers, and of data relating to that relationship.
4. The enormous financial resources, expertise and single minded innovation focus of Silicon Valley venture capitalists, their bias towards disruption and disinclination to consider longer-term and broader societal implications of their activities (this issue will become more important as innovation around automation and robotics gains pace).
DT:
Based on your experience of consulting a wide range of media companies, what are the ingredients of an effective 'surviving disruptiveness' strategy? LK: 'Survival' is setting the bar very low. The majority of established media organisations are surviving, but few, if any are thriving. And the time dimension is important too: survival in the immediate term is a different thing to ensuring a viable market presence in the long term. While strategy is always context-dependent, and every organisation is different, the slim cadre of organisations that are succeeding in digital markets do share some common characteristics:
1. They started engaging in digital markets early -this brought valuable insights into how digital markets operate, alerted them to the importance of digital competencies and infrastructure, brought industry links and partnerships, and accustomed them to the fierce pace of the digital media sector. 2. Strong leaders, who understood the scope of the digital transition underway and of its potential implications -positive and negative -for organisations. 3. An understanding of the strategic importance of technology for the future of the media sector, a readiness to invest in digital and to blend digital competencies with traditional media industry ones. 4. A degree of protection from market forces (which could take many forms including strong finances, private ownership, trust financing or public service status) that permitted significant investment in and experimentation with digital. 5. A digital-friendly culture. Legacy organisations that have succeeded with digital tend to view it as a huge challenge, but also as an opportunity for expanding reach and relevance. Critically, they do not correlate digital with lower quality, and are not nostalgic about the analogue past.
DT: According to your recent tweet 2 , your recent volume is on the shelf at Buzzfeed. One tends to think online-only organisations are less disrupted than the other. Is that so? LK: As the digital pure-plays age, they too will succumb to the forces of inertia that affect all established organisations. The pattern by which large established market leaders at one stage of technological development slip down the food chain at the next is very, very hard to buck. Thus Facebook in the future will probably find itself in the position of Microsoft today (unless Mark Zuckerberg is a truly exceptional leader). In today's accelerated digital markets, legacy status comes fast. The Huffington Post is a legacy media organisation in many respects.
But that having been said, some of the large new digital players have proved capable of pivoting very fast, a trick classic organisations can seldom pull off. Facebook's volte face on to mobile only days after its IPO, and BuzzFeed's speedy embrace of distributed platforms are excellent examples here. So, the most strategically alert and organisationally agile digital pure plays may prove capable of resisting inertia and of morphing into different entities. BuzzFeed's current shift into TV and movies (note its joint venture movie deal with Warner Bros) is interesting in this respect. This echoes the Bleacher Report's parallel shift into television (and both developments heralded the convergence between new digital pure plays and established media and telcos, evident in AT&T's planned merger with Time Warner, and Discovery Communication's acquisition of four digital properties.)
